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ABSTRACT . ^ ^ ■ „ 

This paper reports a study carried out nth i tt 
children (ranging in age from 2.8 to 3.5 years) which investigated 
children's concepts of difference. Pairs of small objects differing 
on a number of dimensions were presented to the children. As each 
pair of objects was presented, chiiaren were askGd to select the 
object that was,^''big,'• "little," "fat," "thin," "tall," "short." They 
were also askef.\o pick one of two index cards with "niorb"_or "less" 
buttons painted on it and to choose one of a pair of identical 
objects "before" or "after" a transformation had been performed on it 
(such as a pair of sneakers, one of which had been tied) . The overall- 
performance of the younger. and older children was not very different. 
They were fairly successful with all concepts except "thin," _ "less," 
and "before." lii follow-up guestions with the choice object it came 
out that the children appear to make more choices in terms of big or 
little The data on size adjectives suggest that the children were 
answerina all of the auestions with reference to some sort of general 
or undifferentiated size dimension that they marked as "big" to 
"little." (MS) 
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Si^e Is Bin Little: 
An Approach to the Dlnensionnlity of Children 'o Concepts, 

by 

Uop.Bt A. Uebb 
University of Arlcansas at Little Rock 

in a paper that appeared In a recent edition of ^iXd pevelop- 
mentj, aJebb, Ollverl, & O'lCeeffe, 1974) my associates and I reported 
a series of studle.3 on the meanlnp, of "different" In the lanRuane of 
younp, children. In a sample that ranned from just under three to 
about four years of ap,c, we found four reasonably distinct star.es 
In the ineanin!', of "different." The most Interestinp, of the four 
from tny point of vletj was the third In which children acted as if 
•different*' were undefined uithout some visible basis of cotnparison' 
that is, two thlnss that were completely different were not "different" 

at all. ■ — 

Notions of similarity and difference are very instructive be- 
cause as adults use them they are conpletely abstract: they are 
defined either by stimulua context if you are Btlraulus nlndod - or 
•by the subject's interesta and Intentions - If you arc more function- 
ally inclined as I am. The younp, child who la presunably unable to 



^Read at the meetlno of the Society for Research la Child 
Developmenti, Denver, Colorado, 1975. 



deal with such undeterriinlsm, may be forced to channe the problen 
Into sQnif3thinp, concrete—or at least to find some concrete reftrent 
for the abstract problem. ^ 

tnillf^ a refotential theory of mennlno is clearly Inadequate for 
adults * or evmi for children older than about five nany of the 
anoinallcs in the lanp^uane of younp, children triay well be best under- 
stood as resultinn fron the child *s need for concrete reprosentations 
of his concepts. In the report to follow, I would like to present 
some data that is consistent with this theory as well as report on 
a novel technique that may be useful for investiGatino the under- 
lylnc dimensions of children 's seinsntic retworks* 

Procedura: Subjr;cts for the^^firfet study were 14 children rannlnR In 
age froTH 2;n to 3:5. A, collection of small objects (toys, blocks* 
etc*) that differed on a number of dimensions were presented to the 
children In pairs. Ue' were net particularly intereEiied in the stln- 
ulus charactori3tlcs that detertnin#d the child's reaction and only 
insisted that the Gbject differed on the di™nslon that the child 
would be questioned aboat. In other words, we used what Harry Harlow 
has always affectionately called '*Junk.il^-As . each__palr-_of_9h^j^^ 
presented the child was asked to select the object that was "blR^S 
little % fat % ;^thin", 'tall'% or "shirt**' Pairs of IndeK cards 
wore used with a snail number of buttons painted on them and the 
child was asked for the card that had ''tnorc" or "legs" buttons* 
Finally s some pairs of identical objects were presented on which 
some trana format ion had or had not been perfoimed* One auch Item 
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was a pair of sneakers, one of whldi had been tied. Th^ child was 
asked for the olTJect 'before" or after the trAnsfotinatlon had bncn 
perforri.ed. ThesG questions added up to a total of 10 paired terms. 
They miRht be considered positive or neBatl%'e and» with the cKcGption 
of "befoM'^ and after that are Includad because of Eve Clark's ex-- 
cellent r^tudy, marked or uninarked. In tef^tin.^ ue wnt through one 
random order prcBentatlon of the objeetivcs and then atteTiipted to not 
a Gecond nm with a aecond set of objects, " Our subiects were very 
younn arid Tnany of them Btopped perfomlno ^cfore \m conpleted the 
replication series* The reliability data ws did net vas by and larne 
consistent i7ith the data frcm the first trials, thounh in the presen-' 
taticn to follow I shall only cite data from the flrrit ten trials* 

In terms of the choice data nothinn terribly Burprlsinn: happened. 
The positive or 'unriarlted ' adjectives ware easier than the nenatlve 
or TTiarked'^ ad1ectlvee~if you do an analysis of variance It is 
significant (p<*005)==«all temB were responded to correctly at ebove 
chance levels except for three. ResQOndinn to "thin ' wiSs within tfie \ 
chance ranne so the children could have been nuesslnn and to ' less*' 
and before'' at a level siRnlf ic&ntly below chance - that Is* the^ 
children were systeTTiatieally wronf* In their .comprehension of ^less" 
and before/' 

The overall performance of che younger and older children within 
the nt^oup was not very different. The difference was statietlcally 
elnnif leant at a marslnal level (p<,05) and tha tnannltude of differ- 
ence was stiall. This point Is Inportant only as a way of notlnc that 
the Rroup was relatively homooeneoua with respect to this task. 



Tho most Interestinf^ portion of the study occured flubsequGnt to 
the child's cholca. After the child had selected his object, tbe in- 
vestinator asked himi 'If that one {polntinn to the ehlld's choice} 
is the - , one, -{repeatlnp, thci term from the question} what is 

that one {polntinn to the object still on the table}?'' T\7o thlnr3n 
can be said about the response to the qiiestlon^ First the childrnn 
responded: of 140 questions (14 sublects times 10 questions), only 
29 ellGlted no response or sorKjthinn tj© could not dacipher Into Enp- 
llsh' Second^ the answers were very consistent: To the sIh size 
terms* big, little, toll, fatj short, and thCn, the children answered 
either ' bin ' or ' little*' roRardlesg of uhat the question had been* 
So if the. question hod been ''bip/' and the larp,e object chosen the 
Tenainlnn' object was still little''; but if the question had been -'fat' 
the reTnaininp, object wos still '^little,'* The number of "big" or '*little 
responses was variable, ranRins frotn 13 of 14 '-bin's''— contrast to 

little* dmm to 5 of 14 •llttle^s'^ In contrast to ^^Cat^'—but there 
uas no systenatlc second choice to any queetlon* A few subjects re- 
sponded V7lth the correct contrast but the more cormon responses were 

1 

soma specific aharacterietlc or name of the renuiinlnn ubjeet* I should 
note that piv^en the question ^'what ±^ that" you can not really say that 
naming the object Is incorrect* ncfore descrlblnB the ratponses to 
the other terms let mm mention that we subsequently replicated the 
data on slge adjectives with a larger sample (124) of Inner-ctty child* 
ren, Usln.i bl^'^ '*tall'% *'fat'% and **heavy^% we found a nlnimum of 
50Z and a maKloun of 34^ of our subjects giving the riodol ' bin'* or 
* little", responses to our contrast questions. ^ 



These data on size adjoctivco sunnost that tho child Ib ans^mr- 
Inp all of our qucptlons with rGfcrnncQ to mm sort oi nenftralj or 
undlf fnrcntlated, sIeg dlncnsloii that he marUo as "'bin'' to "littlo, * 
(A sunnco'tlon othor invcstlnators have^pado)* The nent question is 
ijhether dlscrGct quaatity 1g nlBC part of an undlf forcntlatGd slse 
concept at this tine - the answer la apparently no*" Children T^ene- 
rally piclicd the card ulth the n^^t^^tcr nunber of buttons to both 

rore' and leoo ^ queottons, Tlie answer to the contrast queatlon, 
however /uas f^enerally to give the specif Ic nurber of buttons on the 
ronialnlnn card, (The %jay the tasic was deolnned this eould^ only be 

ona' or two^^ larger numbars nlBht liave produced different reononses) 
Thus at this point In time children appear to realise that '^Tnore" or 

lean'' tjhen referred to oblecta of discreet quantity refer to nunber 
and not to sone spatial indicator' (lennthp donaityj^ etc.) * Let me 
state here, that there is ^ood reason to beHeve that discreet quantity 
at sone later time may very well be referred to a spatial ^iTnenslon - 
that la, if lonnth becorids the indicator of nunber as the studies of 
conservation su.^nost. The y^enponae to the ''be£ore^7*'af tar" question 
was interestinns but not terribly InfoxTnatlve without further work* 
The T^odal reGponRe was to name the transfomatlon + or ^ not* *^ I.e. 
the ohod that is ''not tied^'V 

These data sunne^t that the dlnenslons the child., imposes on these 
problens are not the same as chose adulta use, but .are related, inien 
a child in our study responds to any of the sl^e tmrmm he seems 'to 
have sone blp; - ^'little'' dlnanslon in mine! A post hoc eKomlnatlon 
of otir stimuli auneested that overall, slie seemed to be the determln- 
inn factor and not helpht or elevation as we mlGht eKpeet item Maratsos 



ijorlf - analn let ne note that our subjects arc younger than those 
nenernXly appearing. In such stuclies nnd It is very paeelblG that the 
syscenatic uoe of some opatlnl Indicator proparty - J.enRth Cor number » 
Glcvattion for sl^e - well may appear in a later s tan© • Second, let 
me note, that^/lthout the contrast question data, the child's eyatems 
work reasonably well conpcred to adult standards of performances* Jle 
^^really does pick the ' fat' object when asked for one, even thounh ho^J 
he apparently does it on the basis of somethinf; other than fAtness* 
TliUB, 1 believe that the techniq^je I use here of aaMnc a child for the 
other end of a dinension inlcht be nenerally useful in atudylnn concep- 
tual nettjorks. 

Let me juat tnention In paasinn that we have coJleeted Fiore data 
with the coritrast question technique. Hone of this has been done very 
systetnatically to date and I ulll not cotment on it at any lenp,ch eKCOpt 
for one point I uill mention below. Hrlefly, as chlWran net older ve 
sefe tnore "correct'' answers , and it appears that the basic phenomenon is 
Bolnfi to hold up lonner with "non-realistic'' objects— blooke and sticks' 
for example, longer than it will with '^realistic" objects—toys aninalSi 
for eKanple, tJhether sotne concepts will differentiate in a fixed order 
from 'the nore neneral concept renalns to be seen thouRh I would certainly 
aKpect such a result. Clearly, the data I do have aucgest that discfeet 
versus continuQus quantity differentiated prior to various continuous 
concepts* So far it appears fh^ amount of individual yarlatloa between 
subjects will Increase as the subjects Ret older. 

But let , me return to my original Idea. VJhat if iiiy earlier sucRast- 
ion were correct and the confusions I see here are due to the child over 

. penerallElng from epaclflc* conerete, referents he uses for hla conceptfi. 

¥ /' ' V . ■ 



If thnt wore true, the confusiong should f,o f^r bej^ond undifferent la- 
ted olze concfipca. Hero Is one ojtample: After we finished the study 
I described above, we questioned some aubjects with othef terms. On 
one sot of Itenfi we presentod was a sndll toy Jet ttlrplane ond a larRe 
bl-planc and we asked for the "fast" one. 1 raalce no assumptions aboMt 
the 3-year-alds ideas of aerodynanlcs , but ttiQ cqnalstent choice was 
of the larper plane— the renalnlnn plane was ' the "little" one.for 
most subjecta. Similar resulto have been obtained with pairs of anl- 
nols and requests for the "aCronB", "brave", and 'faot" ones; tKo lar- 
ner objefit Is selecced and the renalnlnG object is the "little" one. 
Perhaps you call this a "response bias" and perhaps it only shows soine 
undifferentlatdd evaluative dimension confounded olth size— as sorie- 
one like Osgood would suEr,eat— I can not proye otherwise. However, 
perhaps a Eiraffe is 'braver' than a hippo because In the child's eK- 
perlonce blnRer people are also "older", "braver", "stroncer", ^'faster 
etc. The data are at leapt conslsfcont with such a belluf . 

Let no end on a crypt le notei perhapa Bruner*fl notion ot ikonlc 
representation that hao never gotten the attention 1 think It dc 
i7ill prove to be tnore useful thon It has appeared to date* 

Reference / 

*y ■ 

tJebb, R. A., Ollverl, II. E. 4 O'Keeffe, L. , Investlp.otlona of the 
neanlnp of "different" in the lanBuane of yotrng children. 
Child Development, 1074, 45, 984-^991. 



